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Detect ing M edia Bias & Propaganda

Dear Reader,
The logic behind bias and propaganda in the news media is simple and it is the
same the world over. Each society and culture has a unique world view. This colors
what they see and how they see it. News media in the cultures of the world reflect
the world view of the culture they write for. But the truth of what is happening in
the world is much more complicated than what appears to be true in any culture. To
be a critical reader of the news media in any society, one must come to terms with
this truth and read accordingly. Critical thinking is a complex set of skills that
reverses what is natural and instinctive in human thought.
The uncritical mind is unconsciously driven to identify truth in accordance 
with the following tacit maxims:

• “It’s true if I believe it.”
• “It’s true if we believe it.”
• “It’s true if we want to believe it.”
• “It’s true if it serves our vested interest to believe it.”

The critical mind consciously seeks the truth in accordance with the following 
instinct-correcting maxims:

• “I believe it, but it may not be true.”
• “We believe it, but we may be wrong.”
• “We want to believe it, but we may be prejudiced by our desire.”
• “It serves our vested interest to believe it, but our vested interest has 

nothing to do with the truth.”
Mainstream news coverage in a society operates with the following maxims:

• “This is how it appears to us from our point of view; therefore, this is the way
it is.”

• “These are the facts that support our way of looking at this; therefore, these
are the most important facts.”

• “These countries are friendly to us; therefore, these countries deserve praise.”
• “These countries are unfriendly to us; therefore, these countries deserve 

criticism.”
• “These are the stories most interesting or sensational to our readers; therefore,

these are the most important stories in the news.”
Critical readers of the news reverse each of these maxims. This Mini-Guide explains
how to do this and thus reduce the influence of bias and propaganda on the mind.

Richard Paul Linda Elder
Center for Critical Thinking Foundation for Critical Thinking
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Democracy and the News Media
“ Nothing could be more irra t ional than to give the people po w er and to w ithhold from
them in formation , w ithout w hich po w er is abused . A people w ho mean to be their o w n
governors must arm themselves w ith the po w er w hich kno wledge gives. A popular gov-
ernment w ithout popular in formation or the means o f acquiring it is bu t a prologue to
a farce or a tragedy, or perhaps bo th . ” James M adison

Democracy can be an e f fect ive form o f government only to the
exten t tha t the public (tha t rules i t in theory) is w ell-in formed about
na tional and in terna tional events and can think independently and
cri t ically about those events. If the vast majority o f ci t izens do no t
recognize bias in their na tion’s ne ws; i f they cannot de tect ideology,
slan t , and spin , i f they cannot recognize propaganda w hen exposed
to it , they cannot reasonably de termine w hat media messages have
to be supplemented , counter-balanced , or thro w n out en tirely. 

O n the one hand , w orld-wide ne ws sources are increasingly sophist i-
ca ted in media logic (the art o f “ persuading ” and manipula ting
large masses o f people). This enables them to crea te an aura o f
object ivity and “ tru th fulness”  in the ne ws stories they construct . O n
the other hand , only a small minority of cit izens are skilled in recog-
nizing bias and propaganda in the ne ws disseminated in their coun-
try. O nly a rela tively fe w are able to detect one-sided portrayals o f
events or seek out alternative sources o f in formation and opinion to
compare to those of their mainstream ne ws media . A t present , the
overw helming majority of people in the w orld , untrained in critical
thinking , are a t the mercy of the ne ws media in their o w n country.
Their vie w of the w orld , w hich countries they identify as friends and
w hich as enemies, is determined largely by those media (and the tra-
ditional belie fs and conventions o f their socie ty).

This slan ted in formation is no t a “ plo t ”  or a “ conspiracy. ”  It is sim-
ply a mat ter o f educa tional background and economic reali ty.
Journalists and ne ws editors are themselves members o f a culture
(German , French , M exican , Chinese , Korean , Japanese , Indonesian ,
Russian , A lgerian , Nigerian , North A merican , e tc.). They share a vie w
of the w orld w ith their t arge t audience . They share a na tionalized
sense o f history and allegiance , o f ten a religion , and a general
belie f-syst em . A n Arab editor sees the w orld dif f eren t from
an Israeli one . A Pakist ani editor sees the w orld dif f eren t from an
Indian one . A Chinese editor sees the w orld dif f eren t from an
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A merican one . The same is true o f ne ws reporters and o ther jour-
nalists. 

W hat is more , ne ws people w ork under severe t ime restrict ions (in
construct ing their stories) and limita t ions o f space (in laying out or
presenting their stories). It is hardly surprising tha t pro found dif f er-
ences are re f lect ed in ne ws coverage from na tion to na tion and cul-
ture to culture . 

In any case , only those w ho underst and the condit ions under w hich
w orld media opera te have a chance o f controlling the in f luence o f
their na tional media upon them . O ur goal in this publica tion is to
help our readers lay a foundation for transforming the in fluence o f
the media on their lives. It is in all o f our in terests to cri t ically assess,
ra ther than mindlessly accept , ne ws media pronouncements. O ur
hope is tha t w e can aid readers to become more independent ,
insigh t ful, and cri t ical in responding to the conten t o f ne ws media
messages and stories.

Myths That Obscure 
the Logic of the News Media

The media fost er a se t o f myths regarding ho w they funct ion .
Believing these myths impedes one’s abili ty to vie w the ne ws from a
cri t ical perspect ive . They include the follo wing:

■ tha t most ne ws stories are produced through independent inves-
t iga tive journalism

■ tha t ne ws writ ers simply report f acts in their stories and 
do not come to conclusions about them

■ tha t f act and opinion are clearly separa ted in construct ing the
ne ws

■ tha t there is an object ive reali ty (the actual “ ne ws”) tha t is 
simply “ reported ” or described by the ne ws media o f the w orld
(our ne ws media writ ers reporting on this object ively; the media
o f foreign enemies syst ematically slan ting and distort ing it) 

■ tha t w hat is unusual (novel, odd , bizarre) is ne ws; w ha t is 
usual is no t

Molly  Dwyer
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Bias and Objectivity in the News Media
The logic o f construct ing ne ws stories is parallel to the logic o f writ ing
history. In bo th cases, for events covered , there is both a massive back-
ground o f f acts and a highly restrict ed amount o f space to devote to
those facts. The result in bo th cases is the same: 99.99999% of the
“ facts”  are never mentioned a t all (see Figure 1).

If object ivity or fairness in the construct ion o f ne ws stories is thought
of as equivalent to presenting all the facts and only the facts (“ A ll the
ne ws tha t’s f it to prin t ”), object ivity and fairness is an illusion . No
human kno ws more than a small percentage of the facts and it is not
possible to present all the facts (even if one did kno w them). It isn’t
even possible to present all the important facts, for many criteria com-
pete for de termining w hat is “ important . ” We must there fore alw ays
ask , “ W hat has been le f t out o f this article?” “ W hat w ould I think if
dif ferent facts had been highlighted here?” “ W hat if this article had
been writ ten by those w ho hold a poin t o f vie w opposi t e to the one
embedded in the story as told?”
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The % recorded as “news”

Figure 1

What Happens in the World on Any Given Day
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Critical Consumers of the News
M anipula ting cri t ical consumers o f the ne ws is dif f icult because:
■ They study alt erna tive perspect ives and w orld vie ws, learning ho w

to in terpre t events from mult iple vie w poin ts.
■ They seek underst anding and insigh t through mult iple sources o f

thought and in formation , no t simply those o f the mass media .
■ They learn ho w to iden tify the vie w poin ts embedded in 

ne ws stories.
■ They mentally re write (reconstruct) ne ws stories through a w are-

ness o f ho w stories w ould be told from mult iple perspect ives.
■ They analyze ne ws constructs in the same w ay they analyze 

o ther representa tions o f reali ty (as some blend o f f act and 
in terpre ta tion).

■ They assess ne ws stories for their clari ty, accuracy, relevance ,
depth , bread th , and signif icance .

■ They notice contradict ions and inconsist encies in the ne ws 
(o f ten in the same story).

■ They notice the agenda and in terests served by a story.
■ They notice the facts covered and the facts ignored .
■ They notice w hat is represented as f act (tha t is in dispute).
■ They notice quest ionable assumptions implici t in stories.
■ They notice w hat is implied (bu t no t openly st a ted).
■ They notice w hat implica tions are ignored and w hat are 

emphasized .
■ They notice w hich poin ts o f vie w are syst ematically pu t in to a

favorable ligh t and w hich in an unfavorable ligh t .
■ They mentally correct stories re f lect ing bias to w ard the unusual,

the dramatic, and the sensa tional by pu t t ing them in to perspec-
t ive or discounting them .

■ They quest ion the socia l conventions and taboos being used to
de fine issues and problems.
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Is It Possible for the News Media 
to Reform?

To provide their publics w ith non-biased writ ing , journalists around
the w orld w ould have to , f irst , en ter empathically in to w orld vie ws to
w hich they are no t a t present sympathe tic. They w ould have to imag-
ine writ ing for audiences tha t hold vie ws an tithe tical to the ones they
hold . They w ould have to develop insigh ts in to their o w n sociocen-
trism . They w ould have to do the things tha t w e have suggest ed are
done by cri t ical consumers o f the ne ws. The most signif icant problem
is tha t , w ere they to do so , their art icles w ould be perceived by their
public as “ biased ” and “slan ted , ”  as “ prop-
aganda . ”  These reporters w ould be seen as
irresponsible , as allo wing their personal
poin t o f vie w to bias their journalist ic writ-
ings. Imagine Israeli journalists writ ing art i-
cles tha t present the Palest inian poin t o f
vie w sympathe tically. Imagine Pakist ani
journalists writ ing art icles tha t present the
Indian poin t o f vie w sympathe tically. 

The most basic poin t is this: Journalists do
not de termine the na ture and demands o f
their job . They do not de termine w hat their
readers w ant or think or ha te or f ear. The na ture and demands o f
their job are de termined by the broader na ture o f socie t ies them-
selves and the belie fs, values, and w orld vie ws o f i ts members. It is
human na ture to see the w orld , in the f irst inst ance , in egocentric and
sociocentric t erms. M ost people are no t in terest ed in having their
minds broadened . They w ant their present belie fs and values extolled
and confirmed . Like foo tball f ans, they w ant the home team to w in ,
and w hen it w ins, to triumph gloriously. If i t loses, they w ant to be
told tha t the game w asn’t importan t , or tha t the o ther side chea ted ,
or tha t the o ff icia ls w ere biased against them .

As long as the overw helming mass o f persons in the broader socie ty
are dra w n to ne ws art icles tha t rein force , and do not quest ion , their
fundamental vie ws or passions, the economic impera tives w ill remain

“The media world 
we inhabit is 

without exception 
a world of ‘spin’”

The Wall Street Journal
May 7, 2004

Molly  Dwyer
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the same . The logic is parallel to tha t o f re forming a na tion’s ea ting
habits. As long as the mass o f people w ant high-fa t processed foods,
the marke t w ill sell high-fa t and processed foods to them . A nd as 
long as the mass o f people w ant simplist ic ne ws art icles tha t rein force
egocentric and sociocentric thinking , tha t present the w orld in sw eep-
ing terms o f good and evil (w ith the reader’s vie ws and passions trea t-
ed as good and those o f the reader’s conceived enemies as evil), the
ne ws media w ill genera te such art icles for them . The pro fit and ra t-
ings o f ne ws sources w ith their f ingers on the pulse o f their readers
and vie w ers w ill continue to soar. 

Is the Emergence of a 
“Critical Society” Possible?

In 1906, in a concluding chapter o f his classic book , Folk w ays, William
Graham Sumner raised the possibili ty o f the development o f “ cri t ical ”
socie t ies, by w hich he meant socie t ies tha t adopt cri t ical thinking as
an essential part o f their w ay o f li f e . Sumner recognized tha t cri t ical
thinking “ is our only guaran tee against delusion , deception , superst i-
t ion , and misapprehension o f ourselves and our earthly circum-
st ances. ”  He recognized educa tion as “ good just so far as i t produces
a w ell-developed cri t ical f aculty. ”  

“The crit ical habit o f thought , ” he says, “ if usual in a
socie ty, w ill pervade all i ts mores, because it is a w ay of
taking up the problems o f li f e . People educated in it
cannot be stampeded…are slo w to believe . They can
hold things as possible or probable in all degrees, w ith-
out certain ty and without pain . They can w ait for evi-
dence and w eigh evidence , unin fluenced by the
emphasis or confidence with w hich assertions are
made on one side or the o ther. They can resist appeals
to their dearest prejudices and all kinds o f cajolery.
Education in the crit ical faculty is the only education of
w hich it can be truly said tha t it makes good ci t izens. ”

No country or culture in the w orld rou tinely fost ers educa tion as per-
ceived by Sumner. As things no w st and , such educa tion is the rare
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exception in any society. The detection of bias and propaganda in the news media is possible only for those who are willing to be diligent in pursuing news from multiple sources representing multiple alternative cultural and national standpoints. It is possible only for those who—in their reading and thinking and judging—are willing to swim against the tide.
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Propaganda and News Story Writing 
Webster's New World Dictionary defines propaganda as "any systematic, widespread dissemination or promotion of particular ideas, doctrines, practices, etc., to further one's own cause or to damage an opposing one." Given this definition, there is no clear-cut dividing line between news story writing with a given cultural audience in mind, on the one hand, and constructing propaganda on the other hand. Both systematically play down or seek to minimize the worth of opposing perspectives or points of view. The logical similarity is striking. Even historical writing can take on the character of propaganda when it is written to "glorify" or "demonize" certain groups of people by suppressing or ignoring information that does not support its preconceptions and favored ideology.

Because the word "propaganda" carries with it a negative connotation (suggesting deception or distortion), few news writers would admit that the word applies to their stories. Yet the fact remains that if one receives most of one's news from a single cultural or national source, the likely impact on the mind will be that of distortion and deception. Most people, as a result, are trapped in one world view (because they have received a steady diet of stories and accounts articulated from that perspective and have not seriously considered any alternatives).
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